Leading for health
'Leading for Health' is the titular vocative of the UK Faculty of Public Health's 2009 conference. Four 1 -3,5 perspectives articles headline the current issue to echo this theme, highlighting the leadership qualities practised by local and global leaders of our profession.
Koh, a former Massachusetts health commissioner and the new Assistant Secretary of Health and Human Services in the Obama Administration, articulates the special and challenging nature of public health problems-and presents the unique opportunities solving them. The process engenders much 'inspiration, frustration and fascination'. He highlights the need for public health leaders to be committed, to deal with complexity, to engage with multiple stakeholders and to undertake this activity in the public domain, subject to scrutiny and open debate at every stage. 1 The need to recognize that public health problems are complex and require systems analysis finds resonance in Hunter's take on the subject. He argues cogently that we need to develop political astuteness and skills in systems thinking in our future leaders, if we are to work effectively within a new paradigm of complex adaptive systems to tackle key issues, such as obesity and climate change. 2 From the coalface of a large primary care trust in the South West of England, Annett 3 recalls emphatically that committed and effective leadership remains an important and rewarding role. As joint appointments with local authorities become well established in England, he highlights the need for an increased awareness of the political context and engagement within it. He reminds us of the roots of social medicine, with Ryle's 4 admonishment to be as attentive to 'social conscience as to scientific intent'.
Muir Gray, 5 who has led for decades from the front (in fact on numerous fronts!), reminds us of the importance of leaders-and of language-in shaping culture, and the importance of common language and understanding. He reminds us not to shirk from proactive engagement with health services, to ensure that they move from a preoccupation with expansion to one with sustainability and change.
We were at first surprised about the degree of convergence among these four pieces by authors whose career tracks and experience could not have been more different, but soon realized that the similarities confirm their collective advice as true wisdom.
As part of the learning and knowledge enterprise, Journal of Public Health reaffirms our authors' call on public health leaders to work closely with academics whose skills and contributions can be immense if they are allowed to contribute. In turn colleagues in the academic sector should ensure that their research and teaching are grounded in the daily exigencies of public health practice. We first raised this concept of 'translational public health' in September last year, and will continue to recapitulate (to the extent of Ravel's Bolero if required!) 'until the task is done'. 6 The task is of course to achieve seamless integration of research and practice each informing the other in a positive feedback loop. The contribution of academics to helping generate the common currency of a shared global language for public health professionals should also be acknowledged; for many public health professionals undertaking academic study at master's level is a key first step in their careers, which provides the shared language with which, as Muir Gray 5 says, the culture can then be shaped.
Finally, on training up the next generation of leaders, we must recognize the complexity of modern public health problems, the need to deal with multiple stakeholders, to influence effectively across organizations and to conduct public debate on controversial and sensitive issues. Therefore, importing wholesale business or even military leadership programmes will be a futile effort and specially designed courses targeted at public health professionals are needed. In the UK, the National Public Health Leadership Programme has now been running for 10 years. Koh 1 describes how Havard University is now setting up an Advanced Leadership Initiative to support public health leaders. Such initiatives are to be welcomed and supported. We must learn how best to equip our future leaders with the skills they need to deal with the challenges of tomorrow.
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